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Indigenous students find maths is a good yarn 
Jill Rowbotham | August 13, 2008  
ANNETTE Baturo and Tom Cooper teach deadly maths, but not as in deadly 
boring. Rather, the two Queensland University of Technology academics have spent 
years working out ways to make the Queensland high school maths syllabus 
relevant, even appealing, for remote indigenous students. 
In 1999 the principal of the primary school in the indigenous community of 
Woorabinda, a former student of Professor Cooper, asked the pair to help with 
apparently intractable maths difficulties and in 2000 they kicked off a continuing 
association with indigenous schools.  
Professor Cooper and Dr Baturo's academic home is QUT's school of maths, science 
and technology education and the Centre for Learning Innovation. But these days they 
travel widely and their commitment, made in 2000, to work one week each term in 
Woorabinda has grown. They spend most of their time between 12 communities as 
far-flung as Thursday Island and Mount Isa.  
It is made easier by funding, including Australian Research Council linkage grants. 
Between their practice and the published papers that have come from it, they are 
beginning to make a significant contribution to pedagogy in this area.  
They started from scratch, searching for ways to translate mathematical concepts that 
would prove effective in indigenous classrooms.  
The program they have developed with others, including Griffith University's Chris 
Matthews, is called Deadly Maths, deadly being the term used in indigenous 
communities for something or someone really clever.  
Their deadly ideas include turning the communities' teacher aides into maths tutors. 
"We'd returned to Woorabinda for the third year and realised the teachers we had 
trained had all moved on," DrBaturo says of the moment of realisation that something 
more needed to be done.  
Teachers appointed to work in indigenous communities are commonly required to 
stay for only two years before seeking a transfer.  
Dr Baturo says the aides failed to show up on the first day of their course and had to 
be tracked down; however, they were prompt on the second day. They were finally 
coaxed into revealing that they had been frightened of the "big maths". They have 
become invaluable because they are local: they know the children and their 
circumstances, and are likely to remain in the community.  
"Without mathematics to a certain level you have difficulty operating in a modern 
society and ... getting employment," Professor Cooper says. "We felt we could 
improve the understanding of mathematics and in doing so improve their life chances 
and employment chances."  
One starting point is to draw parallels between maths and Aboriginal art: both consist 
of symbols that, if interpreted correctly, tell a story. Another example is to adapt card 
games popular in the communities to increase maths skills.  
"We get as much - if not more - out of it as they do," Professor Cooper says.  
"We have learned so much about how to teach maths." 
 
